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ABSTRACT 

Karen Horney • s critique of Freud's theory of female 
dev<=>lopment suggests that much theory and research in psychology is 
androcentric, and calls for' the elimination of biases. This point i4 
questioned, and the posit that scientific knowledge does not answer 
the question of what makes a person either female or male is 
:^xplor^d. Bioloqical, psycholoqical, and sociological differences 
overlap qenders, and the inconsistencies are discussed. The 
bioloqical attempts at dif f er 3nt iation of sex are unsuccessful, 
whether through hormones, chronosomes, sexual organs, or whatever. 
Th^ constancy of gender ide'ntity is evident in the discu3sioi\ of 
Transe xualism. The example of biolpgical attribution of gender is 
considered, while^the "ultimate** criteria remains elusive. Gender^ in 
all or its ma nif est atiohs including the physical, mast be seen as a 
o^cial c6nstr uction. fLS) 



**** 



.Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that cah be made 
■ from the original document. 




EF 



f 



U.S. DCPAKTMtNT 0# HCALTN. 
■OUCATIOM A WtLFAfI t 
NATIONAL INtTIT'UT«\OF . 
tOMCATION ..j^ 

.K THIS DOCUMENT MAS fttfH RE^ftO- 
OUCEO EXACTLY AS KEOEIVEO rROM 

'. THE PERSON OM ORGANIZATION ORlGl.H*<i 
ATINGIT K>INTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS 
STATEO 00 NOT NECESSARILY REPRE- 

. SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF 
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLrCY 



"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS 
MATERIAL IN MICROFICHE ONLY 
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 



TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
.INFORMATION CENTER- (ERIC) AND 
USPRS OF THE ERIC SYSTEM." 



HARD COPY NOT AVAILABLE 



Biological and Commonsense 
Constructions of Gefider' 



Wendy McKenna 

Sarah Lawrence College 



Paper *presen ted at Symposium on Biology and Society 
American Psychological Association, Toronto, -1978 



1^1 1926, ^/Kafen ' Horney published paper in, which, she demon- 



strajbiad that Fr^^ f^ewile <iavelopment was 'grounded 

in ,t^ie naive^ cdimtidri semAl lassumptions which little boy^ make about 
the world, irather tiaan be;ing grounded in objective scientific reality,* 
(ikotney// 1B67) . Ih lidjht of contemporary approaches to the scientific 
Vuider^/tary^ng of gender, there are two comments we can make abouc 
Horh^y's/ critique. The first i;5 that there is enougtf empirical 
^videncjfe to support Horney, in that We knoy thatf^much theory und 
research in p^chol6gy *is^a^rpcentric (e.^McKenna and Kessler, 
1977) . Secoi>dly, the solution to thlsydfs said to be the elimination 
of biaSses, so that our objectivity scientists is not comproirdsed 
^d' so that we can continue to^ncreasfe our understanding of* what 
being female, or male reall/^ means 1 For the past several veartj 
Suz-phne .Kessler and ^^^av^ been developing a thepretical freuuework' 
for viewing g^ndef- which- challenges the possibility of ever.^chieving 
such a Ablution. (Ke'fesler and McKenna, 1^78)^ Our position"^ can 
be suramajrizfe.d as follows^: Scientific knowledge does not inform the - 
answer toi the question^: ^>/hat makes a person either a female or a 
male/ a woman or a man? Rather , ^scientific knowledge justifies, 
appears to^iv« grounds for> and reflexiv^ly demonstrates the , / y 
already- existing Jcnowlcdg^: that a person is either female or male. 
Biological, psychological *and sociological differences do not lead ^' 
to* two non-overlapping ciitegories of people. Rather, t]>irT^t; : j^lly . > 
shared, cprranon sense, metliodical construction of a world of ^v;o^ and 
only 't^o*geh.d(a;^ leads to the discovery of biological ,j psychological. 




I '^6ocioJogic2il\,cii,fJf,^re'ncesv 
W Giving all of our 'grbtpds jfor m^ing this ►stateSSfl 

. developing all- of p. ts implications is. beyond the time* IxSffWft have 
4* '. today. The staterrtont is grouodadj in etlinomethodology -(c. f . ,Garfinkel 




19©7; -Mehan and Wpod^j 1975) an approach understanding scientific 
/ and everyday, activity with which, too few psychologists are familiar, 
. i;. Eth'noroethodology assejrts t^ tis* hold certain beliefs or 

'^/incarrigible pi^oppsitions about the nature of reality* The^e 

■•'i' . \ , . • ■ ' ' • • • 

, Jinc^orrigibie ^prbpbsitions reflexively inform the meeming of events 
',iiri' tile wojrld andr at the s^e time, are "proved" by these events, 
All*^ex^ is taken as proof of the truth of incorrigible prop-" 

ositiohs. For example, one incorrigible propo&itibn in arithmetic 
is; thai: 2^+ 2 = 4. If I add 2;-+ 2 and get 5 the incorrigible prop- 
osition^ informs me that my emswer is wrong ^ and, at the san\e time, 

■ . ■ . ' ■ J - 1 - 

ray seeing that the answer is wrong reflexively "proves" the*^^t 




of 2 + 2 = 4.' i . . 

. The most basic incorrigible proposition that mosjtr^of us hold, 

both as ^scientists and as everyday actors, is that objects in the 

world have an existence independent of us, and cin identity which 

remains constant . .This incorrigible proposition holds true for 

gender also. Ther(^ are two genders, each individual is a mere 

exajnple of one of them, an4 the task of the scientist is to describe, 

as completely as possible, the constat characteristics which 

, *■',•"*. ' 

define male and female. Other <ways of seeing the world are seen 

as "incorrect", "primitive'', "biased" and so on, Ethnomethodology 
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asserts^.however, that all realities are created in tha same way — 
thro^h methodical (orderly, systematic/ an^/thus recoverable) ''inter-- 
actional work which creates and isustains-'whatever' reality one is 
living, be it everyday life, ^science, Or the reality of ethnomethod- 
ology.^ ^ . ^ V . . 

EfehnoftethodoJLogy con>es to this conclusion by treating the 
constanc:^ and independent reality of social categories like gender 
as beliefs and^theri temporarily suspending belief in Hhese incorrigibl 
propositions. ^ f^hat remains then ar^e only part^Jfcular Concrete social 
interactions.' From this perspective , we can then assert that somehow, 
in each aii:uation,/d sense of ."objective" facts, which transcend the 
situation is produced and we can ask about the methodical wkys that ^ 
members of the jgroup do this. / ' 

' * Asking what it means ±0 be -female or male,/ a woman or <i man, 
»i§ another way ot asking how, in everyday life^gender is, attributed; 
that is, hpw evety. person is placed into one of two mutu^^^y exclusive 
categories - maie or ^female. Even anaitlblies like hermaphrodites are 

a • V ■ • . - 

treated as* eitiier .males or females who may have some of the charact- 
^eristics of the oth#r gender. lioweve^ gender attribution occurs, 
the Render ^tributiorf process in everyday life forms the basis for 

all scientific workmen gender. Before a researcher can ask any 

• ' ^ ■ • ■ . « ■ • 

qu^sti6n abbut the fceh^vior, biology, etc. of women and/or men, the 

• *' ■ • . * . •> ^' 

refifearcher musty already know what women and men are and how to tell' 
,,t6em apart. ' ^ ^ ' 



In our ^jiulture> biological criteria are seen as the mbst'basivc 
emd, pi*imary "'defining features of. gender. T^is primacy is another 
incorrigible apropos it iort-ali^t gender. Any "signs" of/^nder in 
everyday life only receive tMeir meaning through their connection 
to >ore basic assumptions about what female and malfe is in t±ie first 
place. Biologists' criteria for defipi«g gender, like chromosomes 
and hormones, are^ very different from *those used in everyday life. 
However, biological criteria too are ^roujided in thq everyday 
gender attribution process. An ihterestirtg analogy, regarding 
another dichotomy, is provided jDy a" demonstration performed by a ( 
physician who hooked a blcfe of. jello to an EEG machine in a riospita]> 

ward (Rensberger, 1976). ' The readings, he said, could have been 

t . , * 

interpreted as showing sigas of life. * The demonstration is not 

c . ■ 

interpreted as proving that jello is alive. Rather, through belief.. 
abou\: whaj;4i)b jects a life attribution can be made to, the results 
,are seen as ^demonstrating that EEC's may not be the best criteria 
for deciding whether someone is alive or not. When biologists 
discover that some biological criterion does not ^K^ays diff erei/tiate 
males and females (the presence of estrogen., let's say, to ta}$L"^ 
historical example), they do not conclude there ax;©^^ males and 
females;' they continue their search^ for a "Wotteif'^ criterion. 
Although It seems that biological facts J^ve an existence independent 
of gender labels (There a^ XY chrompr^iimes , etc. all these togethe; 

are jXabeled "male*') , 'the proces^/[^en through th^ ethnomethod^oiogical 



approach, the roversN^. Concepts of gender, in everyday "ufe~load 
to the -disc^ery" of ".differentiating facts". - The person who is 
interested in sex differences in the brain does_ not ask for XX and 
XY brains to study. She/he g-ets men and women as subjects by attrib 
uting gendfer to them in the same way as everyone else, and''tl,en, 
after they are classified into these two groups, differences are 
looked for. 

If we socially define a person's gender as that which is 
attributed to them, then most.-biological criteria are irrelevant. 
Ihere is no biol1|ical criterion which, is necessary or sufficient 
for being a woman or a man in everyday Ufe. Biological criteria* 
are abstractions, not members' methods.- -All human beings, regard- 
less of how much they know about biology, attribute gender.. 

The role that biology plays in gender attribution is to ' • 
provide "signs", signs which serve as good reasons for ^ attrib-^ 
utions. By saying "l knqw he is'aman becausel^e' has/a nenis" we 
are demonstrating that we know what a man "really" is. if a child 
says "I know he is a man because he has short hair" or a Plains 
Indian said "I know.he is a man because he .goes to war"., we db not 
know anything about hpw key made these classifications. *We only 
know, as with "penis", W the sociai construction of gender is 
groundec^^in for Uiem. In our culture, biological facts give grounds' 
for,, and support, the , f acticit^ of two genders. - At the same time, 
biology itself is grounded in, and gets its support from, the basic 



assumption that there are two; and only twoi genders. j 



T« h^ve, until this point, been concentrating on two of the 
beliefs about gender held in the natural attitude and how these 
help determine scientific findings. The first is that,.there are 
only two genders and each person must be categorized. The second 
is that gender is/gtounded in biology* There is a third which I 
want to discuss briefly. That is the incorrigible proposition that 
gesider, is invaiaant:. 'A person's gender never changes. Th^ 
^^^^^^^^ transexuals seems to refute this incorrigible i^ro^- 
osition. Indeed, much of people's refusal to accept transaxualism 
stems from the^,;b€lief in gender invariance. However, the medical 
profess'^on, and transeS^i^als^themselves , by inventing and develo^ir.j 
the concept of- gender identity ^nd its fixedness sometime between 
the age of 18 months -and 4 years, have Insured that a person's 
gender never changes. -The transexual's body might change but her 
or his gender identity has always been stable. ' ♦ 

Earlier, I mentioned tl}at biqlggical criteria ,for defining 
female and male are abstractions, not members' everyday methods. 
For example, although reproductive functioning is critical to bio- 
logical concepts of gender, when ^ we make a gender , attribution we 
know nothing about a person's gonads. We assume, if we attribute 
female, that the person has ovaries , ^ but' if we /learn that she does . 
not, this does not change^our gender attribution. I want to conclude 



however, by descri±)ing the one^veryday situation where an abstract 

' • ■ . i ' 

•biological criterion has become the criterion used by non-scient- 

ists, because this sitsuation underscores the reflexive relationship 
betvJeen our incorrigible propositions about gender and the use and . 
development of biological "facts". In athletic competitions,, ' 
p^ticularly international games, the criteria for gender attribution 
are the biologists' — an individual with a chromosome may not 
play In the women's games. Reviewing the history*. of gender attrib- 
ution in sports illumihates how gender dichotomies are constructed 
and how important it is in modern society that the dichotomy not be 
challenged artd tJiat it be supported by scientific facts- 

Since- the inception of the ^modern Olympics,, th^re has been 
little 'concern with discovering whether male parti«.pants are "real" 
males. The rq^son given is that "there is little or no adva/itage 
(for women to compete 'as men)^' (Hanley, Note 1), since th*G superior 
strength of men makes them^ generally better than women in many ath- 
let^ activities. In fact, there are no recorded cases of mal/ S 
competitors who were later "unmasked" as havijjg been women, 

Vrhe presumed superior strength and ability of men Would, however, 
giv^ them an unfair advantage over women, were they to compete in 

women's games. It is not important if this' assertion, is supported 

--^ -/ ■ 

by actual gender differences, nor, if it is, whether tYxe reasons 

for the differences in athletic ability are biological or environ- 

.. ■ > . ■ ' 



.mental. - Given th,« acceptance of differences as a "fact", once 

'■ ' ' . - . J. ' 

vwmen began to compete in the modern Olympics an^. other inter- ' 
national competitions, the question of making W*correct" gender ' 
attributions was raised, especially after it becl^e known that 
some "female" athletes had turned out to bg Mi. 

How, then, could the governing committees of the competitions 
insure that the women were really women?*** Clearly , given past 
experience, everyday gender attribution processes were not enough. 
It would be to^asy foi a competitor to "pass" . Thus , prior to 

1968 each country was required to provide certification of the 

' . ' ' . • . i 

genuineness of their female athletes' genders. Charges were made, 

though, that som6>of these- certificates were fraudulent, and that 
Jq^competing coui)tries werfe no| being truthful, or objective, in 
their certification procedures, j ' ' 

The result waeft^rat, beginning in 1968, a physical examination 
was required of each jfemale athlete ,;which Ws carried out be an 
international, unbiased medical team^ at the si,te of the competitior, 
Although some "women" withdrew from competition before the exam- 
ination, this "test", too,' was evemiua-lly challenged. It was 
alleged that physical characteristics were! not eiyj.ugh evidcnge o;i 
which to make an ""abso^lutely certain attribution. It may have been 
felt that the availability of s^iryical and hormonal procedures to 
make a "male" body look likoa "female- one, invalidated a physical 
examination. - 



At this point, the emphasis seems to have turned from insur- 
. ing:. that tihere was no unfair- competition to finding an unfailingly 
dichotofhous definition of "female". The most clearly dichotomous 
criterion for^ attributing gender is <he biologists' criterion of 
gender chromosomes. Therefore, in 1972, the "sex chromosome" test 
for determining if an athlete is "really" a woman was instituted. 

The lining of the cheek is scraped, and the* cells are stained 
and examined for'Barr bodies. If there are *less than 10% Barr 
' bodies, then karyotyping is done to determine the exact gender 
chromosome makeup. * The criterion is dichotomous— .any Y chromosoir/es 
and the person is declared not female and ineligible to compete 
in the women's games. (The person is not declared to be a male/ 
What would hafppen if an individual, after "failing" the test, 
insisted on entering the men's competition, even if she had breasts 
and a vagina?) . ^ ^ 

As more is discovered about genetics, and ne^ techni'ques ^re 

developed for examining the structure of chromosomes, it is likelv 

\ . \ ■ 

that chromosomes will be "discovered" to be less dichotomous than 
they are now thought to be (Stoller, 1974). As a result, "more 
^exact" criteria wiMs^ "discovered" for attributing chromosomal 
gerider. The '\iltimate" criteria^ for determirig gender will continue/ 
to change as the scientists «^ facts change. Nevertheless, it is 
doubtful that tho incorrigible proposition that tHere are two 
genders will change, and this, in itself, wilP ^elp determine ^hat , 



thi\^t^, for scientists 'as well as athletes, will be. 

As long as the categories "female" and "male" 'present 
themselves to people in everyday life'as external, objective, 
dichotomous physical, facts, there will be Scientific and common- 
sense se^>rches for differences and differences will be *f ound. 
Where there are dichotomies it is difficult to^avoid evaluating 

* - • • 

ofte category in relation to the other. Unless,' and until gender, 
in all of its manifestations, including "the physical, ' is^^^n as 
a social construction, action which will radically change our 
incorrigible prqpositions cannot occur. 

No member, including myself, is exempt^from the social, con- 
struction of gender and the gender attribution process, in sone 
realities, men and women are the waj they are because that the 
way the gods made- them. In western science^ and everyday life, 
they are the way they are because of biology From our perspec- 
tive they are the way they are because of. the social c^struction 
of gender. None of these realities is closer to the absolute 
truth than any other. What is different among different ways of 
seeing the world are the possibilities stemming Vrom basic assump- 
tions about i^e way th«^ world is. What must, be taken for granted, 
and what need not be, changes, depending on the incorrigible prop- 
ositions, one hold*. The questions lone asks , and how they should 
be answered also differ. It has become clear to us that within 
the paradigm of contemporary scientific approaches to gendfcTr we 
cannot know all that evqntual]^- can be uncovered ^out what it 



means to be a woman or a m 
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